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Figure	1.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Barking	Dog	(2015).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	synthetic	
polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	texta	on	board,	2000	x	1750mm.	
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ABSTRACT	
In	my	artistic	practice	I	have	identified	as	an	‘Aboriginal	artist’;	a	contemporary	Aboriginal	
painter	to	be	more	accurate.	This	categorisation	is	significant	to	my	painting	practice,	and	it	
is	essentially	the	motivating	concern	of	my	MCA-R	inquiry.	While	the	studio	research	
component	Dis	&	Dat	will	be	mostly	engaged	with	independently,	in	terms	of	its	material	
and	conceptual	strengths,	this	exegesis	examines	the	personal	importance	of	having	my	
paintings	engaged	with	as	authentic	expressions	of	my	Aboriginality.	‘Urban-based’	
Aboriginal	art,	that	broad	category	of	contemporary	creative	expression	with	which	I	mostly	
identify,	has,	since	its	relatively	recent	inception	in	the	1970s,	consistently	challenged	
mainstream	misunderstanding	of	racial	stereotypes	of	Aboriginal	culture	and	Aboriginal	art.	
It	has	done	this	by	enabling	the	evolution	of	a	contemporary	visual	language,	in	which	
diverse	individual,	family,	and/or	community	knowledge,	experiences,	and	aspirations	are	
all	deemed	legitimate	and	authentic	expressions	of	cultural	identity	—	it	is	expressively	
authentic.	
A	particular	turning	point	in	my	art	practice	occurred	when	I	was	invited	to	participate	in	an	
exhibition	titled	Authentic	in	2010,	an	exhibition	in	Western	Sydney	featuring	suburban	
Aboriginal	artists.	The	curatorial	intention	of	the	exhibition	was	both	to	celebrate	
developments	in	local	Indigenous	art	practices,	and	to	signal	to	broader	Indigenous	and	
non-Indigenous	audiences	that	the	western	suburbs	was	a	region	of	diverse	and	vibrant	
contemporary	Indigenous	art.	The	development	of	my	painting	practice	since	Authentic	has	
provided	the	impetus	for	the	studio-based	research	behind	Dis	&	Dat;	the	mixture	of	
desktop	research	and	my	personal	experiences	of	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	culture	
(auto-ethnography)	informs	this	exegesis.	I	outline	a	personal	perspective	that	encourages	
discourse	and	raises	inquiries	about	accepted	Indigenous	identity	labels,	which	provides	a	
standpoint	not	only	as	an	Aboriginal	person	but	also	as	an	urban-based	abstract	painter.	
Regardless	of	the	inherent	diversity	and	complexity	of	the	ingredients	in	this	mix,	which	I	
critically	explore	within	this	exegesis,	I	claim	an	authenticity	that	is	true	to	myself,	from	a	
personalised	Indigenous	standpoint,	and	consider	this	essential	to	understanding	my	cross-
cultural	arts	practice	and	other	diverse	forms	of	Aboriginal	art.	
	
5	
	
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS	
I	would	like	to	express	my	sincere	appreciation	to	my	principal	supervisor	Garry	Jones	for	his	
mentorship,	expert	advice,	encouragement	and	honesty	throughout	my	study	and	research.	
Without	his	counsel	and	wisdom	my	exegesis	would	have	been,	at	times,	an	overwhelming	
pursuit.	Many	thanks	to	my	co-	supervisor	Jacky	Redgate	for	her	support	and	
encouragement	to	material	practice,	Craig	Judd	as	course	work	lecturer	and	technical	staff	
Robyn	Douglass	and	Didier	Balez	for	all	of	their	help.	
Thank	you	to	my	family	and	friends	who	listened	to	my	thoughts	and	concerns.	A	very	
special	thank	you	to	my	wife	Wendy	for	her	patience	and	unconditional	love	shown	to	me	
throughout	the	completion	of	this	project.	
	 	
6	
	
TABLE	OF	CONTENTS	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
CERTIFICATION	 2	
ABSTRACT	 4	
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS	 5	
LIST	OF	FIGURES	 7	
INTRODUCTION	 8	
CHAPTER	ONE:	LOCATING	MYSELF	AS	A	SOUTH	COAST	‘URBAN	ABORIGINAL	ARTIST’	 11	
CHAPTER	TWO:	URBAN-BASED	ABORIGINAL	ART	AND	THE	ISSUE	OF	AUTHENTICITY	 17	
CHAPTER	THREE:	DIS	AND	DAT	MATERIALITY	AND	URBANISED	ABORIGINAL	PAINTINGS	 29	
CONCLUSION	 34	
REFERENCE	LIST	 35	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	 	
7	
	
LIST	OF	FIGURES	
Figure	1.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Barking	Dog	(2015).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	synthetic	
polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	texta	on	board,	2000	x	1750mm.	
3	
Figure	2.	Esme	Timbery,	Harbour	Bridge	(2006).	Shells,	fabric	and	cardboard,	300	x	
150	x	70mm.		
12	
Figure	3.	Mickey	of	Ulladulla,	Fishing	activities	of	Aboriginal	people	and	settlers	near	
Ulladulla	(approximately	1885).	Pencil	and	watercolour	on	paper.	
14	
Figure	4.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Eh	Governor,	Aye	Budda	(2009).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	
synthetic	polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	board,	1200	x	900mm.	
15	
Figure	5.	Trevor	Nickolls,	From	Dreamtime	2	Machinetime	(1979).	Oil	on	canvas,	
1613	x	1176mm.	
18	
Figure	6.		Gordon	Bennett,	Abstraction	(Aborigine)	(2010).	Acrylic	on	linen,	1825	x	
1520mm.	
19	
Figure	7.	Richard	Bell,	Scientia	E	Metaphysica	(Bells	Theorem)	(2003).	Synthetic	
polymer	paint	on	canvas,	2409	x	3600mm.	
21	
Figure	8.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	You	Fit	the	Description	(2015).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	
synthetic	polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	texta	on	board,	900	x	900mm.	
29	
Figure	9.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Marks	on	Paper	(2014).	Mixed	media	on	assorted	
paper.	
30	
Figure	10.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Tools	of	the	Trade	(2015).	Installation	of	various	
brushes,	brooms	and	ephemera.	
31	
Figure	11.	Peter	James	Hewitt	Man	Cave	(2015).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	synthetic	
polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	texta	on	board,	2000	x	1750mm.	
33	
	
	
	
	
	
8	
	
INTRODUCTION	
The	expression	‘Aboriginal	Art’,	prior	to	the	1970s	in	mainstream	Australia,	was	largely	
thought	to	refer	to	the	‘artefacts’	produced	by	unnamed	Aboriginal	people.	The	material	
culture	products	of	‘remote’	and	‘primitive’	communities,	often	seen	as	curiosities	rather	
than	art,	were	mostly	confined	to	ethnographic	museums,	with	only	a	few	exceptions	
inserted	into	the	exhibition	spaces	of	Australian	fine	art.	For	example,	the	Art	Gallery	of	
NSW	commissioned	and	exhibited	art	from	Arnhem	Land	and	the	Tiwi	Islands	from	1958.		
The	most	significant	exception	to	this	exclusion	was	Albert	Namatjira,	a	pioneer	of	
contemporary	Indigenous	Art,	who	adopted	Western	style	watercolour	painting	in	the	
1940s	and	1950s	to	depict	the	Central	Australian	landscape.	However,	Namatjira’s	art	was	
not	recognised	as	‘Aboriginal	art’	at	the	time,	but	as	an	imitation	of	white	art.	In	1970s	
Australian	mainstream	culture,	a	period	that	spans	liberalism	in	the	arts	and	society	during	
the	Whitlam	government,	perceptions	of	‘Aboriginal	art’	as	a	‘primitive	art’	were	changing.	
Since	that	time,	Aboriginal	art,	through	the	culmination	of	a	number	of	factors	which	will	be	
discussed	later	in	this	exegesis,	has	come	to	be	accepted	as	‘contemporary	art’.	
Contemporary	Aboriginal	art	engages	audiences	on	a	number	of	levels	including	culture,	
history	and	identity.	It	has	the	capacity	to	enter	the	mainstream	from	an	Indigenous	
perspective	of	cultural	commitment	or	alternatively	it	could	be	produced	within	urban-
based	settings	to	fuel	the	ongoing	battle	against	colonialism,	while	demanding	recognition	
of	the	rights	of	Indigenous	Australians.	However,	the	terms	‘Aboriginal	art’	and	‘Aboriginal	
artist’	have	come	to	designate	new	labels	and	new	scripts	as	Aboriginal	people	and	artists,	
myself	included,	renegotiate	the	old	and	existing	scripts	to	create	new	scripts	of	authenticity	
—	a	diversified	regime	of	authenticity	that	encapsulates	the	openness	and	contemporaneity	
of	Aboriginality.	
In	my	professional	career	as	an	artist,	I	have	needed	to	consider	thoroughly	my	own	‘label’	
due	to	the	inherent	implications	of	placing	my	work	in	the	context	of	‘Aboriginal	art’	due	to	
my	Aboriginal	and	English	heritages,	but	also	because	I	produce	a	contemporary	form	of	
Aboriginal	art	that	uses	contemporaneous	artmaking	practices	to	depict	a	‘personalised	
Aboriginal	identity’.	This	concept	of	a	personalised	Indigeneity	is	significant	to	my	identity	
and	my	practice	as	an	Aboriginal	artist,	and	will	be	explored	in	greater	detail	throughout	this	
exegesis.	This	experience	has,	in	part,	motivated	me	to	seek	greater	clarity	—	and	maybe	
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some	answers	—	in	relation	to	my	own	art	practice	and	position	as	insider/outsider	to	
Aboriginality,	and	determined	the	underpinning	questions	of	my	research	and	exegetical	
enquiry.	Firstly,	as	an	Aboriginal	person,	do	I	necessarily	make	‘Aboriginal	art’?	Secondly,	
what	are	the	implications	of	calling	myself	an	‘Aboriginal	artist’	or,	more	specifically,	an	
‘urban-based	Aboriginal	artist’?	
I	recognise	that	my	exegesis	is	open-ended,	with	deep	philosophical	underpinnings,	and	that	
the	colonial	history	leading	up	to	contemporary	Aboriginal	engagements	through	art	and	
other	creative	practices	is	complex;	both	of	these	issues	might	be	better	placed	
independently	as	PhD	studies.	Whilst	this	exegesis	simply	utilises	desktop	research	to	
discuss	its	contribution	to	the	field,	my	reflections	as	an	Aboriginal	person	and	artist	
critically	engage	with	the	research	to	demonstrate	how	the	development	of	my	
accompanying	exhibition	Dis	&	Dat,	at	the	University	of	Wollongong	(2015)	generates	
challenges	to	the	popularly	sanctioned,	and	now	broadly	celebrated,	notions	of	authentic	
Aboriginality	and	authentic	Aboriginal	art.		
In	‘Chapter	One:	Locating	myself	as	a	South	Coast	‘Urban	Aboriginal	Artist’,	I	begin	by	
representing	myself	as	an	Indigenous	person	from	the	South	Coast.	I	introduce	how	the	
exhibition	Authentic,	and	the	use	of	this	term	by	the	curator,	provided	the	impetus	for	this	
creative	project	and	exegesis,	and	how	being	categorised	as	an	identified	Aboriginal	or	
Torres	Strait	Islander	has	informed	the	conceptual	choices	I	make	as	a	painter	and	how	I	
choose	to	self-identify	as	an	Aboriginal	person.	I	also	affirm	that	my	art	practice	is	a	cross-	
cultural	practice,	in	that	the	creative	output	of	my	mixed	Indigenous	and	European	heritage	
is	a	positive	change	in	reconstructing	alternative	forms	of	Aboriginal	self-representation	on	
the	South	Coast.		
In	‘Chapter	Two:	Urban-based	Aboriginal	Art	and	the	Issue	of	Authenticity’,	I	discuss	how	
urban-based	Aboriginal	artists	and	the	challenges	of	their	artistic	practice	have	shifted	
indigenous	and	non-indigenous	perspectives	of	the	Aboriginal-self	to	a	more	personalised	
Aboriginal	identity	and	how	this	relates	to	my	own	identity.	This	personalised	Indigeneity	
represents	the	combination	of	personal	history,	experiences,	family	and	community	
relations	that	inform	my	sense	of	self	as	an	Aboriginal	person.		Throughout	this	chapter	I	
consider	the	concept	of	‘authenticity’	in	relation	to	the	expansive	discourse	of	Aboriginal	
art.	I	settle	this	discussion	with	answered	and	unreturned	questions	of	how	a	critical	
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Indigenous	standpoint	is	expressively	authentic,	in	that	this	mix	of	indigenous	and	non-
Indigenous	cultures	forms	innovative,	and	affirmative,	artistic	and	cultural	practices.			
Lastly	in	‘Chapter	Three:	Dis	and	Dat	Materiality	and	Urbanised	Aboriginal	Paintings’,	I	
address	how	my	visual	language	and	autobiographical	motifs	are	a	kind	of	urban	graffiti,	
both	raw	and	refined,	akin	to	modern	rock	art,	and	are	not	yet	recognised	or	appreciated	as	
authentically	Aboriginal	by	many	observers.	The	artworks	I	create	depict	an	Aboriginal	
subjectivity	that	is	expressively	authentic	and	is	still	not	readily	understood	or	accepted.	I	
conclude	with	a	discussion	of	how	my	multi-layered	abstract	mixed	media	paintings	
meaningfully	add	to	the	diversification	of	Aboriginal	identity	as	expressively	authentic	
creations.		
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CHAPTER	ONE:	LOCATING	MYSELF	AS	A	SOUTH	COAST	‘URBAN-BASED	
ABORIGINAL	ARTIST’	
Growing	up	in	Blacktown	in	Western	Sydney,	Darug	country,	in	the	1980s	until	the	mid	
1990s,	I	was	aware	of	my	Aboriginal	heritage	although	during	this	time	I	did	not	yet	have	
strong	sense	of	place,	family,	identity	and	community	—	elements	of	kinship	that	provide	an	
affinity	with	being	Aboriginal.	While	my	school	education	during	this	time	introduced	me	to	
aspects	of	Australian	colonial	history	and	significant	Indigenous	people	and	events,	much	of	
the	wider	public	discourse	on	Aboriginal	people	and	culture	was	still	largely	negative.	I	came	
to	comprehend	a	greater	sense	of	my	Aboriginality	when	I	was	a	teenager	and	my	family	
relocated	to	Greenwell	Point,	a	small	fishing	village	on	the	New	South	Wales	South	Coast,	
south	of	Nowra	—	Yuin	country.	The	Yuin	people	are	the	traditional	owners	of	the	land	and	
water	from	Merimbula	to	Port	Jackson	on	the	South	Coast	of	New	South	Wales.	While	
Aboriginal	people	from	this	region	refer	to	themselves	collectively	as	Yuin,	they	commonly	
identify	as	Koori.	This	relocation	marked	a	return	to	my	grandmother’s	ancestral	country,	to	
sacred	sites	such	as	Mount	Coolangatta,	or,	as	Yuin	people	call	it,	‘Cullunghutti’.	This	
relocation	brought	me	closer	to	my	grandmother,	Margaret	Findlay,	an	inspiring	lady	who	
always	looked	out	for	and	after	my	cousins,	brothers	and	me.	In	this	place,	I	was	Yuin.		
The	term	‘Aboriginal’	has	a	fraught	history	simply	because	in	1788	Aboriginal	people	did	not	
exist	—	the	East	Coast	of	Australia	existed	under	the	British	doctrine	of	‘terra	nullius’:	a	Latin	
term	that	was	used	by	British	lawmakers	to	define	the	Australian	landscape	as	being	empty	
and	void	of	any	civilisation.	‘Aboriginality’,	a	Eurocentric	term	with	a	long	and	contentious	
history	used	more	prominently	since	the	1970s	(replaced	since	the	late	1990s	by	
‘Indigeneity’),	was	adopted	by	Aboriginal	leaders	during	a	time	of	Aboriginal	nationalism	
throughout	the	1960s	and	1970s	and	the	post-Assimilation	era.	It	is	a	term	used	as	a	broad	
umbrella	to	describe	the	identity	and	diversity	of	Aboriginal	people	and	cultures.	The	term	
in	its	adopted	sense	has	come	to	mend	Australian	colonial	history	for	Indigenous	peoples,	as	
urban-based	Aboriginal	people	move	away	from	having	to	contend	with	mainstream	
society’s	defining	cultural	legitimacy	and	authenticity	from	a	standpoint	defined	by	blood	
percentage	or	clichéd	notions	of	culture.	The	term	is	often	used	in	contemporary	Australian	
society	by	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	observers	to	signify	people,	places	or	practices	of	
Australian	Aboriginal	ancestry	and/or	cultural	heritage.	However,	in	most	instances	
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Indigenous	people	will	identify	by	their	local	tribal	language	name	or,	like	myself,	
combinations	of	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	heritage.	
For	Yuin	people	and	many	other	‘mobs’	—	a	term	used	to	mean	a	group	of	people	or	
language	group	—	on	the	South	East	of	Australia,	our	colonial	experience	has	been	one	of	
displacement	and	destruction	of	culture.	Through	colonial	violence,	disease	and	
dispossession,	we	lost	connection	to	land,	language,	and	culture	due	to	white	occupation.	In	
contrast	to	recent	historical	events,	however,	such	incidents	are	being	overturned,	in	the	
sense	that,	rather	than	cultures	or	languages	being	lost,	they	are	being	discussed	from	a	
more	positive	perspective,	such	as	cultures	being	dormant	and	waiting	to	be	rekindled.	
Recent	developments	in	the	shell	art	practice	of	South	Coast	Aboriginal	women,	for	
example,	show	how	reconstructed	knowledge	is	culturally	significant	in	moving	beyond	the	
notions	of	kitsch	and	tourist	art	to	a	deeper	personal	expression	of	cross-cultural	origins,	
knowledge	production	and	a	valued	creation	(Figure	1).	
	
Figure	2.	Esme	Timbery,	Harbour	Bridge	(2006).	Shells,	fabric	and	cardboard,		
300	x	150	x	70mm.		
Since	first	contact,	cultural	‘happenings’	were	shared	by	Indigenous	people	based	on	
relations	of	power,	goodwill,	and	prestige	(Kleinert,	2000).	With	the	expanding	white	
settlement	impacting	on	Aboriginal	people,	they	were	unable	to	maintain	ceremonial	life.	
However,	contrary	to	popular	belief,	Yuin	Aboriginal	knowledge	and	culture	in	these	areas	
has	not	been	eradicated;	as	Nash	has	commented:	
Indigenous	knowledge	is	contingent,	contested	and	changing	in	culturally	significant	
ways,	as	Kooris	actively	reconstruct	and	represent	their	knowledge	of	the	
relationship	between	people	and	place.		
(Nash	2009,	p.	25)		
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Another	example	of	Koori	artists	shaping	cultural	significance	on	the	South	Coast	through	
cultural	revitalisation	was	Boolarng	Nangamai.	This	space	was	established	in	2005	as	an	
artists’	collective,	contemporary	gallery	and	workshop	in	Gerringong.	The	space,	which	
operated	for	close	to	a	decade,	was	set	up	as	a	place	for	Aboriginal	artists	to	maintain	their	
practice	of	creating	local	objects	from	local	materials.	The	collective	also	had	a	strong	focus	
on	the	use	of	ancestral	weaving	techniques	and	tool-making	to	ensure	cultural	practices	
would	not	become	lost.	Boolarng	Nangamai	was	a	place	of	inclusivity;	Boolarng	is	Biripi	
language	meaning	‘together’	and	Nangamai	is	Sydney	Dharawal	language	meaning	
‘Dreaming’.	The	Koori	women’s	shell	art	and	Boolarng	Nangamai	objects	maybe	seen	as	
commercial	commodities,	but	their	primary	functions	have	been	to	promote	the	transfer	of	
cultural	knowledge	that	may	have	been	dormant	during	colonisation,	and	to	maintain	a	
continuum	of	culture	being	passed	down	through	generations	to	forge	a	contemporary	
Dreaming.		
When	compared	to	the	other	more	widely-known	representations	of	Aboriginal	art	in	
Australia,	it	can	be	understood	how	the	eradication	of	knowledge	and	culture	on	the	South	
Coast	is	a	stereotypical	misconception	due	to	the	impact	of	colonisation	on	traditional	
practices.	Consequently,	the	construction	of	an	urbanised	Aboriginal	knowledge	becomes	
culturally	significant	in	a	localised	setting	in	determining	contemporary	knowledge	of	local	
country	and	identity.	This	occurs	through	an	Indigenous	experience	of	tradition	and	change,	
and	the	innovations	that	emerge	as	an	expression	of	Indigenous	agency.	Mickey	of	Ulladulla,	
a	South	Coast	Dhurrga	artist	who	lived	c.1850–1890,	is	known	as	one	of	the	first	South	Coast	
‘urban’	Aboriginal	artists.	Mickey’s	works	are	observations	of	the	colonial	impact	on	
Indigenous	life	and	they	depict	the	transitional	phase	of	white	settlement	of	the	South	Coast	
and	the	existing	ceremonies	and	way	of	life	for	the	traditional	owners,	which	also	included	
portraying	corroborees	and	fishing.	His	celebrated	drawings	in	pencil	and	watercolours	on	
paper	have	been	noted	as	culturally	significant	in	illustrating	the	narrative	of	colonisation	of	
the	South	Coast	and	the	beginnings	of	urbanisation	of	his	country	from	an	Indigenous	
perspective.	His	visual	language	(Figure	2)	is	a	‘mix’	of	flat	topographical	narrative	and	
symbolic	representation.	The	material	practice	of	pencil	and	watercolour	provides	a	
valuable	insight	into	the	thoughts	of	a	South	Coast	Aboriginal	and	the	urbanisation	of	his	
ancestral	country.	The	unassuming	use	of	his	materials	reveals	his	authentic	involvement	
and	understanding	of	how	his	people’s	traditional	ways	were	banished	because	of	
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colonisation.	His	depiction	of	being	caught	between	a	traditional	Aboriginal	lifestyle	and	one	
impacted	by	imposing	development	is	visually	documented	in	his	drawing,	in	which	new	
fishing	tools	and	techniques	are	illustrated	in	the	soft	watercolours,	and	the	over-sized	
kangaroos	seem	to	observe	their	surroundings	before	they	escape	what	will	surely	be	their	
new	colonial	fate.	The	tools	for	his	artmaking	are	a	significant	component	in	his	expressively	
authentic	work.	His	observational	drawings	are	created	with	modern	materials	commonly	
used	by	eighteenth	century	botanists;	however,	they	reveal	much	more	than	studies	of	the	
Australian	landscape	produced	by	non-Indigenous	artists.	The	narratives	are	a	social	
commentary	and	provide	insight	into	changes	in	original	South	Coast	culture.	Mickey’s	
artworks	are	also	significant	to	me	as	a	South	Coast	artist	in	that	they	are	a	visual	dossier	of	
contemporary	Aboriginal	identity	that	is	removed	from	more	traditional	forms	of	Aboriginal	
art.		
	
Figure	3.	Mickey	of	Ulladulla,	Fishing	activities	of	Aboriginal	people	and	settlers	near	
Ulladulla	(approximately	1885).	Pencil	and	watercolour	on	paper.	
In	2010,	a	turning	point	in	my	art	practice	came	through	an	exhibition	in	which	I	was	invited	
to	exhibit	titled	Authentic,	curated	by	Jenny	Cheeseman	at	the	Fairfield	City	Museum	and	
Gallery	in	south-western	Sydney.	The	intention	of	the	exhibition	was	to	challenge	views	that	
art	created	in	remote	areas	was	unquestionably	‘authentic’	and	that	art	created	by	
Aboriginal	artists	based	in	urban	areas	did	not	share	the	same	characteristic.	The	show	
included	artists	who	resided	in	or	had	a	strong	affiliation	with	Sydney’s	western	suburbs.	
Other	artists	included	Adam	Hill	and	Jason	Wing,	both	of	whom	have	forged	well-known	
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visual	arts	practices	in	the	national	and	international	landscape	as	contemporary	artists.	I	
was	invited	to	make	new	work	for	the	exhibition	by	Cheeseman	who	knew	my	work	as	a	
Parliament	of	New	South	Wales	Aboriginal	Art	Prize	finalist	that	year.	I	produced	and	
exhibited	the	mixed-media	painting	Eh	Governor,	Aye	Budda	(Figure	3).	
	
Figure	4.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Eh	Governor,	Aye	Budda	(2009).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	synthetic	
polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	board,	1200	x	900mm.	
The	title	of	the	work	Eh	Governor,	Aye	Budda	is	a	combination	of	old	British	colonial	
colloquial	jargon	and	Aboriginal	English.	The	significance	of	using	this	language	was	not	
closely	considered	at	the	time	—	it	was	merely	a	playful	mix	of	paralleling	common	
expressions	from	white	and	black	lingos.	This	statement	of	authenticity,	whilst	playful	in	its	
manner,	is	not	effective	in	its	conceptual	delivery	in	that	the	audience	observes	an	
expression	of	gestural	abstraction	constructed	from	plaster,	oil	and	bitumen.	The	colour	
palette,	with	its	neutral	and	organic	tones,	aims	to	impersonate	the	Aboriginal	art	made	
from	this	earth.	The	significance	of	this	is	that	it	functions	as	an	announcement	about	the	
artist	being	of	Aboriginal	descent.	However,	there	is	a	disconnect	between	the	artwork’s	
physicality	and	the	title	which	leaves	the	viewer	wanting	more.	
The	conceptual	impetus	of	my	work	for	this	particular	show	was	a	social	comment	about	
how	awareness	of	my	‘institutionally	sanctioned’	Indigeneity	seemed	to	be	validated	years	
earlier	when	I	identified	as	an	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	person	on	the	forms	I	
had	to	fill	out	for	my	new	high	school.		I	got	to	tick	the	box	for	question	5,	‘Are	you	
Aboriginal	or	Torres	Strait	Islander	(ATSI)?’.	In	doing	so,	I	placed	myself	into	a	category	that	
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was	now	identifiable	and	defined	by	Western	institutions	and	standards	—	I	was	
‘authentically’	Aboriginal.	My	involvement	in	the	exhibition	aimed	to	showcase	diverse	
histories	of	Aboriginal	people	living	in	or	having	strong	knowledge	of	western	Sydney.	I	had	
anticipated	a	greater	critical	response	from	a	wider	audience;	however,	the	only	
documentation	of	the	exhibition	that	I	could	source	was	the	exhibition	catalogue.	This	
revealed	the	importance	of	the	personal	discussions	with	other	participating	artists.	My	own	
Aboriginality	and	considerations	of	my	work	to	be	authentically	Aboriginal	were	continually	
reflected	upon,	leading	me	to	undertake	this	Masters	of	Creative	Arts	(Research)	project.	A	
feeling	of	discontent	and	reflection	arose	for	me	after	the	exhibition	Authentic;	I	felt	that	my	
visual	language	and	art	practice	still	reflected	an	unresolved	exploration	into	my	own	
Aboriginality,	rather	than	a	confident	voice	of	intent	and	clear	direction.	It	became	apparent	
that	I	needed	to	increase	my	knowledge	regarding	the	discourses	that	surround	urban	
Aboriginal	art	and	theoretical	concepts	of	‘authenticity’,	from	both	Indigenous	and	non-
Indigenous	perspectives.			
My	painting	practice	is	motivated	by	my	desire	to	be	actively	engaged	in	issues	of	
contemporary	self-representation	as	an	urban-based	Indigenous	Australian.	I	present	a	
contemporary	Aboriginal	identity	through	a	depiction	of	abstraction	of	urbanised	
landscapes.	I	regard	this	cross-cultural	arts	practice	as	a	positive	response	to	the	emerging	
discourses	of	Aboriginality	and,	in	particular,	as	a	contribution	to	the	innovation	of	culture	
on	the	South	Coast	in	reconstructing	an	Aboriginal	self-representation	similar	to	other	
urban-based	Aboriginal	artists	and	how	we	choose	to	self-identify.			
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CHAPTER	TWO:	URBAN-BASED	ABORIGINAL	ART	AND	THE	ISSUE	OF	
AUTHENTICITY	
In	this	chapter	I	discuss	‘urban-based	Aboriginal	art’	and	‘authenticity’	as	multifaceted	and	
expansive	discourses.	These	terms	have	a	degree	of	uncertainty	when	used	in	the	context	of	
Aboriginal	art,	mainly	due	to	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	peoples’	interpretation	of	what	
‘urban-based	Aboriginal	art’	is	and	the	misunderstanding	of	the	‘authentic	versus	
inauthentic’	dichotomy.		
	‘Urban	Aboriginal	art’	is	a	label	that	emerged	in	the	1980s,	and	was	initially	given	to	
Aboriginal	artists	that	resided	in	the	cities,	particularly	Sydney,	and	those	associated	with	
political	activism.	Later	it	included	artists	from	all	metropolitan	centres	and	suburbs	across	
Australia,	as	opposed	to	Aboriginal	artists	living	in	rural	or	remote	communities.	Trevor	
Nickolls,	famously	described	as	the	grandfather	of	urban	Aboriginal	art,	painted	in	a	self-
determining	way	as	he	was	removed	from	the	institutional	gaze	of	universities	to	create	a	
personalised,	hybrid	aesthetic	known	as	urban	Aboriginal	art.	The	notion	of	the	‘hybrid	
Aborigine’1,	initially	used	as	a	strategic	opposition	to	neo-colonial	concepts	of	cultural	and	
racial	homogeneity,	is	now	regarded	an	outdated	concept,	used	to	describe	cultural	loss	as	a	
result	of	a	mixed	Aboriginal	identity:	
[The	hybrid]	inhabits	the	ambiguous	social	realm	between	the	world	of	the	coloniser	
and	the	colonised.	They	are	between	tradition	and	history;	bush	camp	and	town;	
black	and	white	skins.	But	most	emphatically	they	are	neither.		
(Anderson	1997,	p.	7)	
I	highlight	the	term	‘hybrid’	as	I	have	previously	used	this	in	artwork	titles	and	in	reference	
to	the	fragmentation	of	identity.	Observers	may	have	seen	this	title	as	an	ironic	device;	
however,	it	was	used	only	to	highlight	the	concept	of	a	mixed	identity.	Nickolls	also	
recognised	himself	as	floating	across	categories	of	Aboriginal	and	Australian	to	create	a	
cross-cultural	mixture.	
																																								 																				
1	The	discourse	of	hybridity	was	intended	to	challenge	the	homogenisation	and	essentialisation	of	cultural	
identity,	most	importantly	ethnic,	national	and	racial	identity.	However,	in	its	vagueness	it	can	be	appropriated	
for	more	reactionary	and	exploitative	causes;	while	the	discourse	of	hybridity	is	a	response	to	racial,	ethnic,	
and	national	divisions,	it	is	sustained	in	turn	by	foregrounding	race,	ethnicity	and	nation	in	problems	of	culture	
and	politics.	(Dirlik	1999,	pp.	106-108)	
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Figure	5.	Trevor	Nickolls,	From	Dreamtime	2	
Machinetime	(1979).	Oil	on	canvas,	1613	x	1176mm.	
	
This	mixture	is	representative	of	his	visual	language;	it	is	a	cross-cultural	approach	of	fusing	
pictorial	planes	from	urban	sites	with	a	pointillist	technique	evocative	of	both	Western	
Desert	art	and	that	of	the	European	Post-Impressionists.	In	his	paintings	he	has	combined	
and	united	his	personal	feelings	of	identity	with	his	deep	knowledge	of	modern	Australian	
and	Indigenous	art.	This	mixture	of	multiple	visual	languages	reflects	a	unity	of	Aboriginality	
and	Australian	identity,	a	true	representation	of	the	contemporary	Indigenous	Australian.	As	
a	‘blackfella’	—	an	informal	Aboriginal	English	term	used	to	refer	to	Indigenous	Australians	
—	I	admire	his	pioneering	methodologies	and	sense	of	individuation.	Conversely,	in	my	
painting	practice	I	have	refrained	from	using	dots	that	evoke	a	sense	of	‘culture’	and	have	
focussed	on	the	personal	consideration	and	tension	that	comes	through	the	processes	and	
production	of	making	art.	
During	the	1990s,	Gordon	Bennett,	one	of	Australia’s	most	acclaimed	contemporary	artists	
of	Aboriginal	heritage,	was	the	archetypal	outsider	who	became	an	insider	to	mainstream	
society	(McLean,	2012).	As	an	artist	with	Indigenous	heritage,	yet	an	outsider	challenging	
the	accepted	notions	of	Aboriginality	and	the	Australian	national	identity,	he	helped	to	fast-
track	an	articulate	and	expressive	Indigenous	voice	into	the	Australian	consciousness.	He	
also	moved	beyond	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	peoples	having	to	contend	with	
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Figure	6.	Gordon	Bennett,	Abstraction	(Aborigine)	
(2010).	Acrylic	on	linen,	1825	x	1520mm.	
racial	classifications	such	as	the	‘noble	savage’	and	definitions	by	percentage	of	Indigenous	
blood,	such	as	‘half	caste’.		The	onset	of	globalisation	in	the	Australian	landscape	propelled	
Bennett’s	‘postcolonial	critique	of	the	idea	of	Australia	and	its	repressions	of	the	Indigenous	
voice’	(McLean	2012,	p.	37)	into	mainstream	attention.	As	an	artist	and	educator,	and	after	
much	examination	throughout	this	exegesis,	I	have	embraced	the	fluidity	of	floating	across	
categories	of	identity.	I	am	an	insider	in	Australia’s	contemporary	consciousness,	yet	an	
outsider	to	the	aesthetics	much	more	closely	aligned	to	Aboriginal	‘culture’.	
	
	
	
Boomalli	Aboriginal	Artists	Cooperative	in	Sydney	are	of	particular	interest	to	me	as	their	
ideas	facilitated	much	of	the	discourse	to	shift	mainstream	perspectives	of	Aboriginal	
identity	to	a	specific	Indigenous	identity,	rather	than	a	homogeneous	Aboriginal	identity	
that	evokes	iconographic	imagery	of	the	‘noble	savage’.	By	challenging	and	subverting	the	
accepted	‘authentic’	categorisation	of	Indigenous	art,	Boomalli	Aboriginal	Artists	
Cooperative	set	about	negotiating	issues	of	‘authentic’	Aboriginal	art	and	celebrating	
Aboriginal	heritage	while	presenting	dialogue	on	Indigenous	stereotyping	and	
discrimination.	I	make	particular	note	of	this	as	I	personally	would	have	much	preferred	to	
have	learnt	about	artists	such	as	Brenda	Croft,	Avril	Quaill,	Raymond	Meeks,	Euphemia	
Bostock,	Fiona	Foley,	Michael	Riley	and	Jeffrey	Samuels,	who	for	the	most	part	are	tertiary	
20	
	
educated,	culturally	and	politically-aware	Aboriginal	people.	Instead,	in	my	first	year	of	high	
school	I	learnt	about	Aboriginal	art	in	a	junior	high	art	class	by	mimicking	‘culture’.	I	painted	
a	packaging	tube	with	ochres	and	browns	and	‘Top-End’	designs	of	four	Aboriginal	people	
sitting	around	a	campfire;	my	first	‘authentic’	Aboriginal	artwork	—	a	hand-crafted	
didgeridoo.		
With	the	influx	of	educated	and	politically	aware	protaganists	in	contemporary	Aboriginal	
art,	the	artist	collective	of	proppaNOW	was	formed	by	artists	such	as	Richard	Bell,	Jennifer	
Herd,	Gordon	Hookey,	Vernon	Ah	Kee,	Laurie	Nilsen,	Fiona	Foley,	Bianca	Beetson,	Andrea	
Fisher	and	Tony	Albert	in	2003	in	Brisbane,	Queensland.	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	this	
group	was	set	up	in	direct	response	to	individuals	being	overlooked	for	the	Queensland	
Indigenous	Artists	Marketing	Export	Agency	(QIAMEA).	Ironically	it	was	assumed	that	‘as	
educated	city	blacks	they	had	better	access	to	galleries,	agents,	studios	and	other	sources	of	
funding’	(Neale	2010,	p.	34)	which	would	have	supported	the	aim	of	the	organisation	well.	
The	central	premise	of	proppaNOW	‘is	to	advocate	and	produce	artists	and	exhibitions	that	
question	established	notions	of	Aboriginal	Art	and	identity’	(Neale	2010,	p.	34).	These	artists	
own	the	literal	label	of	‘inauthentic’	urban	Aboriginal	art	to	further	dispel	ethnographic	
stereotypes	that	still	exist.	Owning	an	‘inauthentic’	label	allows	them	to	assert	a	more	
personal	form	of	authenticity	that	is	representative	of	their	work	as	artists,	Aboriginal	
people	and	contemporary	Indigeneity.	
The	Boomalli	Aboriginal	Artists	Cooperative	was	perceived	to	be	‘authenticating’	its	artists’	
work	while	the	proppaNOW	artists	are	actively	political	in	that	they	want	us	to	believe	that	
their	voices	speak	with	little	regard	to	retribution	or	judgement.	In	particular,	liberation	
artist	and	activist	Richard	Bell,	with	his	idiosyncratic	artist-as-celebrity	mode,	describes	the	
non-Indigenous	need	to	define	an	artwork’s	true	origin	as	being	fuelled	by	principles	of	
monetary	value	and	investment.	Bell	goadingly	asserts:	‘White	people	say	what’s	good.	
White	people	say	what’s	bad.	White	people	buy	it.	White	people	sell	it’	(2003,	cited	in	
Mundine,	2006,	p.	58).	Yet	he	produces	contemporary	Aboriginal	work,	specifically	for	the	
white	market,	and	is	shrewd	in	his	paradoxical	manner.		
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Figure	7.	Richard	Bell,	Scienta	E	Metaphysica	(Bell’s	Theorem)	(2003).	Synthetic	polymer	
paint	on	canvas,	2409	x	3600mm.	
The	second	(Jody	Broun	was	the	first	in	1998)	urban-based	Aboriginal	artist	to	win	the	
Telstra	National	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	Islander	Art	Award	(2003),	Bell	visibly	plays	the	
‘Angry	Black	Man’	to	challenge	contemporary	representations	of	Aboriginal	people	within	
the	urban	environment	by	asserting	a	strong	politically	charged	voice.	In	his	artwork	Scienta	
E	Metaphysica	(Bell’s	Theorum)	(Figure	6)	the	painting’s	aggressively	stencilled	phrase	
‘Aboriginal	art	it’s	a	white	thing’	cleverly	mixes	the	styles	of	Jackson	Pollock’s	abstract	
expressionist	drips	and	cross-hatching	representative	of	a	‘classical’	Aboriginal	art	to	visually	
provoke	discussion	from	non-Indigenous	and	Indigenous	audiences	about	the	harsh	truth	of	
Aboriginal	art	in	the	Australian	art	scene.	Bell	states:	
There	is	no	Aboriginal	Art	industry.	There	is,	however,	an	industry	that	caters	for	
Aboriginal	Art.	The	key	players	in	that	industry	are	not	Aboriginal.	They	are	mostly	
white	people	whose	areas	of	expertise	are	in	the	fields	of	anthropology	and	
‘Western	Art’.		
(Bell	2002)	
In	his	passionate	essay	‘Bell’s	Theorem’,	he	rightfully	refers	to	Indigenous	art	as	the	
‘classical’	Aboriginal	art	that	mainstream	Australia	has	transformed	into	being	a	‘white’	
commodity.	The	implications	of	not	being	politically	astute	or	culturally	respectful	in	shaping	
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contemporary	Aboriginal	authenticity	(Jones,	2012)	are	interesting	to	observe	as	he	
navigates	through	his	infamy	as	an	urban-based	Aboriginal	artist.		
The	creation	of	collectives	such	as	Boomalli,	and	more	recently	proppaNOW,	enabled	
Aboriginal	artists	greater	control	over	the	production	and	circulation	of	their	art,	and	how	it	
‘represented’	urbanised	Aboriginal	culture	and	self-directed	identities.	The	work	of	these	
collectives	might	be	described	as	a	‘performance	of	impressions’	(Goffman	in	Riphagen	
2013,	p.	94),	a	term	which	refers	to	a	process	of	managing	the	terminology	in	what	is	
written	about	one’s	practice	and	being	selective	of	entering	one’s	artwork	into	certain	
exhibitions	that	are	likely	to	compartmentalise	undesirably	one’s	work	into	the	‘Black	box’	
—	the	‘primitive’	Eurocentric	ethnographic	understanding	of	Aboriginality,	while	also	
seeking	to	combat	European	practices	of	categorisation.		
Some	contemporary	Aboriginal	artists	have	resisted	and	challenged	critical	reception	of	
their	work,	confronting	issues	of	marginalisation	and	identity	politics	to	manoeuvre	
between	ethnic	categorisations.	Artists	such	as	Tracey	Moffatt	have	declined	exhibitions	
which	have	focused	on	themes	associated	with	being	black;	Moffatt’s	artist	practice	exists	in	
a	moral	dilemma,	as	she	proudly	promotes	Aboriginal	culture	and	sovereignty	yet	she	shies	
away	as	being	labelled	as	an	Aboriginal	artist,	so	that	her	work	will	not	be	placed,	
categorised	or	demarcated	as	being	‘Aboriginal’	or	‘Indigenous’	because	the	act	of	doing	so	
is,	by	definition,	a	racist	practice.	The	resistance	of	Moffatt,	Gordon	Bennett	and,	more	
recently,	Brook	Andrew	in	placing	their	artistic	practice	away	from	ethnic	categorisation	has	
been	a	slow	process	and	has	mostly	allowed	their	works	to	be	understood	on	their	artistic	
merits	as	opposed	to	the	artists’	self-identity	as	Aboriginal	people.	This	resistance	is	in	stark	
contrast	to	proppaNOW	artists	such	as	Richard	Bell	and	Vernon	Ah	Kee	who	counter	
Western	labels	by	owning	the	tags	‘urban	Aboriginal	artists’	and	‘authentic	Aboriginal	
people’	as	a	means	of	speaking	out	for	Aboriginal	art,	as	contemporary	Aboriginal	people.	
My	own	experience	of	categorisation	occurred	when	I	was	a	young	artist	in	2006	and	I	
entered	a	painting	into	the	Fisher’s	Ghost	Art	Award:	Aboriginal	section.	At	the	time	I	did	
not	question	this	ethnic	categorisation.	Why	didn’t	the	Aboriginal	section	float	across	the	
‘open’	or	‘contemporary’	prize	sections?	Perhaps	it	was	my	lack	of	confidence	at	the	time	to	
challenge	their	racial	classification;	to	further	support	this	view	they	did	not	have	an	‘Asian’	
section	for	the	artists	of	Asiatic	heritage.	The	prize	has	since	amended	its	award	sections	
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and	the	Aboriginal	section	is	now	judged	across	all	major	prize	categories.	As	a	result,	it	is	
recognised	that	Aboriginal	people,	as	well	as	being	of	their	heritage,	can	also	be	
contemporary	artists.	However,	a	racial	classification	then	exists	in	having	a	prize	based	on	
ethnicity,	such	as	‘Aboriginal	art’	in	exhibitions.	While	much	work	has	been	done	by	urban-
based	Aboriginal	artists	to	challenge	mainstream	perceptions	of	‘Aboriginal	art’,	the	label	of	
‘Aboriginal	art’	still	has	longstanding	ethnographic	‘Black	box’	perceptions	for	mainstream	
audiences.		
Judy	Watson,	a	contemporary	Aboriginal	artist,	was	angered	by	Sotheby’s	categorisation	of	
her	work.	Forcing	her	to	place	her	art	work	into	either	an	‘Aboriginal’	or	a	‘contemporary’	
category,	she	argued	that	she	was	a	multi-dimensional	artist	and	should	not	have	to	
categorise	her	work	into	either	exclusively.	She	describes	herself	as	of	Aboriginal	heritage;	
however,	one	side	of	her	bloodline	is	not	(McLean	2011).	She	describes	her	identity	as	fluid,	
and	cross-cultural.	Watson	further	describes	how	the	white	community	puts	pressure	on	
Indigenous	artists	to	follow	a	singular	Aboriginal	identity	and	that	it	is	the	artist	who	needs	
to	enable	the	audience	to	understand	the	multilayered	reality	of	Aboriginal	people.	Yet	as	
artists	we	have	a	responsibility	to	our	own	aesthetic	marks	and	individuality.	Watson’s	
understanding	of	a	fluid	identity	and	mixture	of	cultures	is	similar	to	that	of	many	
Indigenous	people	such	as	myself	in	that	we	do	not	live	on	traditional	country,	but	the	
connection	to	place,	country	and	community	is	still	strong.	This	concept	of	country	helps	to	
inform	my	critical	stance	towards	the	world,	although	the	way	in	which	it	is	depicted	in	my	
painting	will	be	investigated	in	the	last	chapter.	In	Watson’s	recent	work	in	the	exhibition	
My	Country:	We	Still	Call	Australia	Home	(2013)	she	states	in	an	interview	‘When	I	travel,	I	
carry	my	country	and	culture	with	me.	It	is	the	touchstone	that	informs	my	practice.	I	don’t	
necessarily	make	work	that	references	this	subject,	but	it	is	part	of	who	I	am	and	how	I	see	
the	world’	(Ewington	2013,	p.	37).			
The	first	white	settlers’	limited	understanding	of	what	we	now	understand	as	Aboriginal	art	
and	how	Indigenous	art	found	its	way	into	the	Western	canon’s	artistic	dialogue	is	
significant	in	understanding	the	discourse	surrounding	‘authenticity’.	This	becomes	
especially	apparent	as	the	world	of	Aboriginal	art	has	evolved	to	encapsulate	modern	
interpretations	of	contemporary	art,	and	modern	practices	and	urbanised	settings	that	are	
not	understood	as	‘classical’	or	‘traditional’	and	are	therefore	deemed	to	be	‘inauthentic’.	In	
Australia,	‘traditional’	mark-making	techniques,	such	as	dot	motifs	in	Western	Desert	
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Aboriginal	art,	serve	as	visual	identifiers	to	the	cultural	value	of	the	work	and	thus	have	
formed	stereotypes	and	perceptions	of	authenticity	in	non-Indigenous	society.	Conversely	it	
could	be	argued	that	in	some	sections	of	Indigenous	society	these	stereotypes	have	been	
adopted	as	a	way	of	marking	an	authenticity.	While	dots	and	other	established	mark-making	
were	seen	as	authentic,	non-traditional	and	expressive	visual	languages,	as	seen	in	the	work	
of	the	Indigenous	peoples	of	the	southern	states	of	Australia	who	were	most	impacted	by	
colonisation,	were	perceived	as	inauthentic	due	to	the	lack	of	‘culture’	or	established	
Aboriginal	motifs.		
Dutton,	a	philosopher	of	Western	art,	defines	two	forms	of	authenticity,	the	first	as	nominal	
authenticity:	
Defined	simply	as	the	correct	identification	of	the	origins,	authorship,	or	provenance	
of	an	object,	ensuring,	as	the	term	implies,	that	an	object	of	aesthetic	experience	is	
properly	named.		
(Dutton	2004,	p.	1)		
In	the	Aboriginal	art	market,	this	mode	of	authenticity	corresponds	with	the	need	to	
authenticate	artworks’	or	historical	artefacts’	true	origins.	However,	this	notion	of	
identification	to	confirm	authenticity	was	held	in	little	regard	by	collectors	and	buyers	prior	
to	the	1950s,	and,	where	artists/origins	could	not	be	identified,	collections	were	often	
identified	on	a	regional	level.	Establishing	the	correct	authorship	of	an	artwork	allows	the	
audience	and	potential	buyer/collector	to	be	assured	of	the	artwork’s	legitimacy	and	its	
status	as	an	authentic	historical	or	cultural	object.	A	nominal	authentication	would	
potentially	recognise	the	object	as	a	commodity.	
As	Aboriginal	art	became	more	highly	sought	after	as	a	representation	of	specifically	cultural	
Australia,	fakes	and	rip-offs	of	Aboriginal	art	made	their	way	into	the	tourist	trade	of	
souvenirs	and	trinkets.	These	were	most	commonly	made	cheaply	overseas	and	with	no	
recognition	or	acknowledgement	of	the	original	artists	whose	motifs	may	have	been	copied	
or	appropriated.	In	1999,	the	National	Indigenous	Arts	Advocacy	Association	(NIAAA)	
attempted	to	establish	a	system	of	nominal	authentication	of	Aboriginal	art.	The	‘Label	of	
Authenticity’	scheme	was	created	‘to	protect	the	rights	of	individual	Indigenous	artists	from	
the	rip-offs	and	fakes	that	have	occurred	in	the	Indigenous	arts/cultural	industry	in	recent	
years’	(Croft	2000,	p.	85).	However,	many	Indigenous	artists	felt	that	this	label	would	dictate	
25	
	
their	art	styles	and	impose	institutional	classifications	of	ethnographic	authenticity.	This	also	
implied,	that	if	the	work	did	not	have	a	label,	it	would	be	deemed	inauthentic	and	would	
devalue	the	work	and	the	artists	themselves	as	‘real’	Aboriginal	people.	At	a	time	when	
Aboriginal	people	were	beginning	to	gain	ground	in	self-determination,	and	there	was	a	
heightened	awareness	by	activists	and	artists	of	identity	politics,	implementation	of	this	
scheme	would	seemingly	send	their	plight	backwards	instead	of	forwards.	The	scheme	
never	gained	support	from	significant	numbers	of	artists	due	to	these	concerns	and	was	
eventually	abandoned	when	the	NIAAA	was	disbanded	in	2002.	
The	second	form	of	authenticity	proposed	by	Dutton,	an	expressive	authenticity,	takes	into	
account	the	social	circumstances	and	aesthetic	context	of	an	individual.	Dutton	states:	
The	concept	of	expressive	authenticity	often	connotes	something	else,	having	to	do	
with	an	object’s	character	as	a	true	expression	of	an	individual’s	or	a	society’s	values	
and	beliefs.		
(Dutton	2004,	p.	1)		
This	means	there	needs	to	be	an	honesty	about	the	object’s	creation	—	sincerity	from	the	
maker	or	a	truthfulness	to	the	context	of	the	societal	values	in	which	it	exists.	My	self-
identity	is	made	up	of	many	experiences,	not	just	that	of	an	Indigenous	heritage.	However,	I	
do	acknowledge	that	my	Aboriginality	enables	my	artwork	to	be	understood	as	Aboriginal	
art	and	therefore,	by	definition,	as	expressively	authentic.			
The	Indigenous	identity	discussion	has	been	ongoing	within	the	Indigenous	community	for	
decades	now:	‘One	element	of	these	debates	has	been	the	implicit	(or	explicit)	goal	of	
creating	a	distinct,	coherent	and	thus	relatively	homogeneous	pan-Indigenous	social	and	
political	community’	(Paradies	2006,	p.	356).	However,	Paradies	(2006,	p.	355)	suggests	that	
‘such	a	deployment	of	Indigeneity	also	results	in	every	Indigenous	Australian	being	
interpellated,	without	regard	to	their	individuality,	through	stereotyped	images	that	exist	in	
the	popular	imagination.’	The	‘Label	of	Authenticity’,	which	was	intended	to	protect	the	
rights	of	individual	Indigenous	artists	and	demarcate	the	inauthentic	imitator,	was	an	
example	of	his	kind	of	unified	Aboriginal	identity	and	a	one-size-fits-all	approach.	However,	
many	urban-based	Indigenous	artists	recognised	the	downside	of	such	essentialisation	and	
the	potential	for	their	own	Indigeneity	to	be	deemed	inauthentic.	Paradies	captures	such	
concerns	very	succinctly	by	commenting:	
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The	essentialized	Indigeneity	thus	formed	coalesces	around	specific	fantasies	of	
exclusivity,	cultural	alterity,	marginality,	physicality	and	morality,	which	leaves	an	
increasing	number	of	Indigenous	people	vulnerable	to	accusations	of	inauthenticity.	
Only	by	decoupling	Indigeneity	from	such	essentialist	fantasies	can	we	acknowledge	
the	richness	of	Indigenous	diversity.		
(Paradies	2006,	p.	355)	
Dutton’s	particular	definition	of	expressive	authenticity	as	a	description	of	the	authenticity	
of	an	artwork	seemingly	best	fits	a	contemporary	consciousness	as	it	counters	such	an	
essentialised	pan-Indigeneity.	While	an	Aboriginal	artist’s	expressive	authenticity	may	not	
directly	identify	a	work	as	being	classically	traditional,	it	does	provide	a	point	of	entry	into	
analysing	the	subjective	nature	of	contemporary	Aboriginal	art.	Attempting	to	critically	
analyse	all	forms	of	contemporary	Aboriginal	art	using	the	criteria	of	nominal	and	expressive	
authenticity	can,	respectively,	assist	in	developing	a	deeper	and	more	nuanced	
understanding	of	the	provenance	of	such	art,	as	well	as	enabling	a	discerning	audience	to	
better	appreciate	the	work	aesthetically	and	to	see	the	work	as	an	authentic	reflection	of	
the	creator’s	character	and	beliefs.	
In	the	context	of	my	research,	the	process	of	expressively	authenticating	or	determining	the	
conceptual	and	physical	origins	of	Aboriginal	art	is	inherently	associated	with	the	cultural	
significance	of	the	work.	The	cultural	significance	of	an	object	takes	into	account	the	
historic,	societal	and	aesthetic	value	to	the	individual	and	the	place	where	it	was	created.	
However,	the	time	and	context	in	which	an	artwork	is	produced	may	not	fit	into	the	historic,	
societal	or	aesthetic	value	norm	of	the	mainstream	and	the	work	would	then	be	considered	
culturally	insignificant,	meaning	the	art	world	in	which	the	artwork	was	produced	has	
predetermined	criteria	for	authenticity.	Therefore,	the	artwork	is	reasoned	to	be	outside	
these	criteria	and	deemed	to	be	inauthentic.	For	example,	my	painting	practice,	which	I	
advocate	as	being	expressively	authentic,	is	essentially	connected	to	my	urban-based	
Aboriginal	identity;	however,	because	the	contextual	significance	of	my	work	is	not	readily	
accepted	or	understood,	in	relation	to	a	nominal	authenticity	my	painting	may	be	perceived	
as	being	inauthentic.		
Coleman,	a	philosopher	of	aesthetics	who	converses	about	Aboriginal	art,	does	not	directly	
refer	to	Dutton’s	nominal	or	expressive	modes	of	authenticity,	but	rather	describes	how	
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criteria	need	to	be	established	before	determining	the	authenticity	of	an	object.	Coleman	
states:	
Authenticity	concerns	the	manner	in	which	something	proceeds,	or	is	derived,	from	
a	reputed	source.	When	we	want	to	know	whether	something	is	authentic,	we	refer	
to	the	criteria	of	what	is	authenticity.	These	criteria	change	to	the	subject	of	our	
enquiry.		
(Coleman	2005,	p.	391)		
Authenticity	then	necessitates	that	a	unique	set	of	criteria	is	needed	for	each	specific	field	
of	enquiry	when	authorising	something	as	being	authentic.	However,	‘urban	Aboriginal	art’	
is	an	inappropriately	titled	term	(Coleman	&	Keller,	2006),	given	to	the	movement	of	
Aboriginal	art	produced	in	an	urban	landscape.	The	categorisation	of	artist	practitioners	
who	call	themselves	contemporary	artists,	and	also	have	an	Aboriginal	heritage,	as	‘urban	
Aboriginal	artists,’	demonstrates	this	complexity.	An	anomaly	exists	for	urban-based	
Aboriginal	art	in	relation	to	authenticity:	paralleling	Dutton’s	concept	of	expressive	
authenticity,	Coleman	and	Keller	state:	
It’s	a	fine	art,	produced	within	the	Western	tradition,	but	informed	by	Aboriginal	
history	and	identity,	authenticity	for	this	nameless	art	produced	by	Aboriginal	people	
will	be	something	like	an	expressive	authenticity.		
(Coleman	and	Keller,	2006	p.	24)		
‘Urban	Aboriginal	art’	may	be	an	inappropriately	titled	term,	but	it	is	a	label	adopted	by	
urban-based	Aboriginal	artists	to	smash	mainstream	notions	of	nominal	authentication	and	
Aboriginal	art.	It	can	be	argued	that	the	label	of	urban-based	Aboriginal	artist	has	been	
embraced,	making	work	of	inauthenticity	or,	more	appropriately,	expressive	authenticity,	in	
that	it	is	centred	on	a	mixed	aesthetic	and	informed	by	Aboriginal	issues;	it	is	outside	the	
realms	of	the	traditional	local	community	and	associated	traditional	languages	of	any	
country.			
Although	the	authentic	versus	inauthentic	dichotomy	discussion	and	its	philosophical	
underpinnings	are	not	yet	finalised,	I	settle	the	conundrum	by	suggesting	that	urban-based	
Aboriginal	art	like	my	own	is	expressively	authentic	in	that	it	is	representative	of	a	‘mixed’,	
diverse,	and	urbanised	Aboriginality,	as	it	does	not	follow	the	guidelines	laid	down	by	
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government	and	social	institutions	and	is	also	not	bound	by	limitations	of	local	visual	culture	
and	authorship.	It	is	a	sincere	and	authentic	voice	with	which	to	define	a	personalised	
Indigenous	standpoint.	
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Figure	8.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	You	Fit	the	Description	(2015).	Plaster,	PVA	glue,	
synthetic	polymer,	enamel,	oil	and	texta	on	board,	900	x	900mm.	
CHAPTER	THREE:	DIS	AND	DAT	MATERIALITY	AND	URBANISED	ABORIGINAL	
PAINTINGS	
In	this	chapter	I	discuss	the	materiality	of	Dis	and	Dat,	the	exhibition	and	accompanying	
paintings	for	this	major	creative	project	from	my	standpoint	as	an	urban-based	Aboriginal	
person	and	abstract	painter.	I	have	been	developing	my	painting	practice	for	over	a	decade	
—	painting	fragmented	compositions	which	focus	on	reaffirming	a	mixed	identity	in	the	
complexity	of	‘contemporary	Aboriginal	art’.	The	paintings	are	multimodal;	they	are	an	
undeveloped	form	of	auto-ethnography,	yet	they	are	complex	multi-layered,	abstract	mixed	
media	compositions	and,	during	the	journey	of	this	creative	project	and	exegesis,	I	have	
come	to	label	them	as	‘urbanised	Aboriginal	paintings’.	I	have	not	followed	the	stance	of	
many	early	urban-based	Aboriginal	artists	by	challenging	notions	of	prejudice	and	
mistreatment,	but	rather	engage	in	the	discourse	of	postcolonial	Australia	in	a	self-
determining	way,	renegotiating	how	Aboriginal	subjectivities	are	understood	to	establish	
myself	as	a	contemporary	artist	and	following	my	inherent	gestural	marks	towards	a	
tangible	expression	of	urban	identity.		
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Figure	9.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	Marks	on	Paper	(2014).	Mixed	media		
on	assorted	paper.	
The	genesis	of	the	painting	series	began	with	quick	continuous	line	drawings	and	works	on	
paper,	reference	points	drawn	from	the	urban	landscape	and	organic	forms	found	within	
the	man-made	environment.	All	works	begin	by	being	painted	on	the	floor,	a	ceremonial	act	
in	reference	to	many	of	the	great	Western	and	Central	Desert	painters	and	western	‘action	
painters’.		
The	urban	ephemeral	moments	of	erosion,	decay,	oil,	dust,	high	gloss	and	scrapings	I	depict	
are	unapologetically	devoid	of	natural	features	and	aim	to	be	reminiscent	of	the	
manufactured	man-made	networks	of	the	urban	landscape.	These	urban	traces,	raw	
appropriations	and	abstraction	of	the	urban	landscape,	sprayed	colour	field	moments	and	
masculine	gestural	painting	assert	a	legitimacy	and	strength	in	a	contemporary	urban	
Aboriginality.		Emily	Kngwarreye’s	Central	Desert	painting	practice	is	of	particular	interest	to	
me;	her	paintings	are	an	abstract	visual	language,	meaning	that	the	discourse	surrounding	
her	aesthetic	floats	between	contemporary	Aboriginal	art	and	modern	art.	Her	work	
contains	an	intense	honesty,	which	depicts	her	relationship	with	her	country	and	
community.	Her	ability	to	make	us	feel	something	so	pure	—	so	‘authentic’	—	is	what	
captures	my	attention.	It	also	parallels	both	Dutton’s	nominal	and	expressive	definitions	of	
authenticity	in	terms	of	historical	language,	and	personal	vision	and	technique.	While	
observers	may	visually	deconstruct	her	dots	and	lines	as	traditional	Aboriginal	motifs	to	
compare	her	to	the	modern	masters,	it	is	her	pure	visual	language	and	act	of	painting	that	I	
attempt	to	create	in	my	own	work.	
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Figure	10.		Peter	James	Hewitt,	Tools	of	the	Trade	
(2015).	Installation	of	various	brushes,	brooms		
and	ephemera.	
A	sequence	of	gestural	layers	forms	the	grounding,	movement	and	energy	in	my	larger	
paintings.	I	access	the	discarded	and	accessible	urban	material	ephemera	of	house	paint,	
thinned	oils,	bitumen,	mixtures	of	enamel	paint	and	mineral	turpentine	not	only	to	
reference	the	urban	landscape,	but	also	as	authentic	ingredients	in	the	production	of	the	
work.	Using	large	brushes	and	brooms,	gestural	coats	of	paint	are	used	to	employ	a	‘push	
and	pull’	visual	system,	with	the	layers	of	wet	paint	reworked	with	repurposed	materials	
such	as	paint	scrapers,	discarded	wood	offcuts,	and	a	printer’s	squidgy;	basically	anything	
that	can	scratch	and	shape	the	surface	of	the	work	is	used	to	reveal	the	history	of	layering	in	
the	image.	These	often	once-used	and	discarded	objects	are	leftover	artefacts	made	to	
depict	and	construct	the	urban	landscape;	they	are	my	performative,	emotional	and	labour	
intensive	‘tools	of	the	trade’.	Figure	10	and	the	positioning	of	the	tools	are	evidence	of	this	
physical	and	intellectual	artmaking	process.	
	
	
	
	
The	succeeding	series	of	layers	are	more	controlled,	balancing	the	spontaneity	and	refining	
the	structure	of	the	painting.	The	materials	used	are	deliberately	limited,	allowing	me	to	
32	
	
employ	a	unique	aesthetic	science	of	material	surface	—	beautiful	moments	of	erosion	
juxtaposed	with	a	series	of	composed	wild	marks.	The	primary	medium	I	used	in	this	series	
is	bitumen,	an	authentic	urban	material	that	colours	much	of	our	urban	landscape	and	is	a	
visceral	material	in	how	it	can	be	manipulated.	Clinton	Nain	—	my	contemporary	—	uses	
bitumen	in	a	physical	and	conceptual	way	to	express	and	retell	the	truth	about	the	poor	
treatment	of	the	traditional	owners	of	the	land.	He	successfully	employs	acrylic	over	the	top	
of	the	bitumen	ground	surfaces,	knowing	the	acrylic	will	be	repelled	to	create	a	surface	of	
disorder	and	excitement.	To	Nain,	this	separation	of	material	symbolises	the	chaos	of	
colonisation.	In	Dis	and	Dat	the	bitumen	is	a	material	used	as	kind	of	homage	to	Nain;	
however,	my	painting	surfaces	and	their	materiality	marry	other	enamels,	oils	and	materials	
to	form	a	new	mix.	While	the	smell,	thickness	and	general	toxicity	complement	the	
emotional,	expressive	and	performative	assets	of	the	work	and	are	chaotic	in	their	
aesthetic,	they	seek	a	point	of	balance	beyond	the	mess.	In	this	act	of	painting	I	lay	claim	to	
creating	expressively	authentic	Aboriginal	art,	from	a	personalised	standpoint	as	an	
Aboriginal	person.	
The	title	Dis	and	Dat	plays	on	the	colloquial	terminology	of	‘this	and	that’;	the	works	have	a	
bit	of	this	and	a	bit	of	that,	conceptually	and	materially.	Previously	I	have	titled	my	paintings	
in	Aboriginal	English	accents,	grammar	and	words	to	refer	to	the	urban	colloquialisms	as	a	
conceptual	way	to	reconcile	aspects	of	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	identity.	The	titles	of	
the	paintings	in	Dis	and	Dat	are	a	way	for	me	to	represent	the	disposition	from	a	personal	
standpoint;	they	are	not	clinical	or	minimal	abstractions	but	rather	disparate	compositions	
made	from	a	limited	number	of	materials	to	depict	an	abstraction	of	the	urban	landscape.	
The	performative	and	expressionistic	work	engages	the	audience,	informs	them	of	my	
experience	and	more	broadly	participates	in	the	discourse	of	Aboriginality/Indigeneity	of	
urban	Indigenous	people.	The	titles	in	this	series	such	as	Barking	Dog	(Figure	1)	and	Man	
Cave	(Figure	11)	are	inspired	by	a	website	called	Urban	Dictionary.	Urban	Dictionary	
provides	definitions	of	words	and	phrases	used	in	mainstream	vernacular.	The	titles	do	not	
aim	to	depict	the	physical	form	of	the	work;	rather	they	are	whimsy	to	illustrate	a	feeling	
whilst	in	the	process	of	artmaking	in	the	backyard	and	garage.	They	are	personally	
important	as	existential	surveys	and	whimsical	in	the	unsophisticated	way	I	contend	with	
blackness	and	whiteness,	to	bring	together	a	‘mixture’	of	a	bit	of	this	and	a	bit	of	that	in	
order	to	create	something	new.	
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My	contemporary	paintings	are	comparable	to	Mickey	of	Ulladulla’s	19th	century	drawings	
in	depicting	a	personalised	Aboriginality	in	daily	life	—	he	portrayed	his	everyday	of	
corroboree	and	fishing	coupled	with	the	interaction	with	new	settlers	in	Ulladulla,	while	my	
images	synthesise	elements	of	contemporary	identity	into	an	abstraction	of	urban	
landscape.	The	paintings	are	a	bridge	across	cultures,	assimilating	Indigenous	and	non-
Indigenous	perspectives	in	a	cultural	divide	akin	to	Trevor	Nickolls’	conceptual	practice	of	
‘marrying’	cultures.	Nickolls	fused	pictorial	elements	of	conventional	portraiture	with	
landscape	to	portray	his	‘mixing’	of	Indigeneity	and	Australian	identity,	whereas	my	
abstraction	of	urban	landscape	aims	to	elicit	the	observer’s	subconscious,	like	the	abstract	
expressionists	before	me,	through	the	spontaneous	and	automatic	use	of	action	painting,	to	
signify	an	industrial	aesthetic	representation	of	my	diverse	and	urbanised	Aboriginality.		
	
In	the	present	climate	I	contend	for	my	visual	language	to	be	recognised	as	a	form	of	
authentic	Aboriginal	art	but	nevertheless	also	as	a	contemporary	art.	I	do	so	at	a	time	when	
major	exhibitions	such	as	the	2013	‘My	Country,	I	Still	Call	Australia	Home:	Contemporary	
Art	from	Black	Australia’	at	Queensland	Art	Gallery:	Gallery	of	Modern	Art	bring	together	a	
collection-based	exhibition	of	artworks	made	by	artists	from	Central	and	Western	Desert	
artists	and	artists	with	Aboriginal	and	Torres	Strait	background.	This	inclusivity,	I	believe,	
best	represents	the	diversity	of	Aboriginal	people	and	contemporary	Aboriginality,	and	is	a	
positive	way	to	recognise	and	reclaim	an	affirmative	self-determining	identity	for	Aboriginal	
peoples	to	non-Indigenous	mainstream	Australia.	Themes	of	history,	life	and	country,	
commiseration	and	celebration	of	our	history	are	used	to	move	away	from	exhibitions	that	
focus	on	‘urban-based	Aboriginal	Art’	or	‘classical’	Aboriginal	art	and	are	used	as	the	
impetus	to	bring	together	all	contemporary	artwork	from	‘Black’	Australia.	
	 	
Figure	11.	Peter	James	Hewitt,	
Man	Cave	(2015).	Plaster,	PVA	
glue,	synthetic	polymer,	enamel,	
oil	and	texta	on	board,	2000	x	
17500mm.	
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CONCLUSION	
In	this	exegesis	I	have	revealed	ways	in	which	I	have	faced	the	challenges	of	stereotypes	
associated	with	perceptions	of	Aboriginal	art	and	what	it	means	to	be	authentic,	both	as	an	
identified	Aboriginal	person	and	as	an	artist.	My	artistic	practice	is	part	of	a	greater	
renegotiation	of	diverse	and	dormant	Aboriginal	cultures	in	the	South	East	of	Australia	that	
is	reflective	of	the	contemporaneous	and	openness	of	Aboriginality.	I	have	discussed	how	
urban-based	Aboriginal	artists	and	the	nuances	of	their	artistic	practice	have	shifted	
Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	perspectives,	and	explored	the	discourse	of	the	concept	of	
‘authenticity’	in	relation	to	Aboriginal	art	and	how	a	critical	Indigenous	viewpoint	—	a	
personalised	Aboriginality	through	urban-based	Aboriginal	art,	including	my	painting	—	is	
expressively	authentic.		
While	the	underpinning	questions	of	this	exegesis	-	as	an	Aboriginal	person,	do	I	essentially	
make	Aboriginal	art?	What	are	the	implications	of	calling	myself	an	‘Aboriginal	artist’	or	
more	specifically	an	‘urban-based	Aboriginal	artist’?	-	are	left	partially	resolved,	I	will	
continually	need	to	contend	with	them	as	the	‘Aboriginal	art’	discourse	confers	between	
non-Indigenous	observers	and	Indigenous	observers	as	to	whether	we	are	entering	an	era	of	
‘post-Aboriginality’	or	how	that	era	holds	currency	when	the	identity	of	‘Aboriginality’	is	not	
yet	owned	by	the	particular	people	it	is	aimed	at	defining.				
As	an	insider/outsider	to	Aboriginality,	and	as	an	urban-based	Aboriginal	with	a	cross-
cultural	arts	practice,	I	am	able	to	contribute	in	the	broader	discourse	surrounding	
‘authenticity’	and	‘contemporary	Aboriginal	art’.	My	series	of	urbanised	Aboriginal	
paintings,	exhibited	at	the	University	of	Wollongong	(2015)	has	invited	the	viewer	to	inspect	
the	gestural	mark-making,	mixed	formations	and	balance	to	contemplate	the	ambiguity	of	
the	compositions,	as	well	as	their	relevance	in	art	realms.	The	urban	environment	is	
depicted	through	materiality	in	a	complex	layering	of	fragmentation	and	surface,	creating	an	
expressive	visual	cultural	aesthetic	of	innovation,	originality	and	authenticity.	
Contextualising	these	paintings	as	authentic	Aboriginal	art	was	important	to	me,	to	affirm	
the	position	that	urban-based	Aboriginal	art	is	expressively	authentic	Aboriginal	art,	and	that	
it	is	culturally	legitimate	in	recognising	that	contemporary	Aboriginal	people	in	the	cities	are	
authentic	Aboriginal	people.		
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